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FOREWORD. 


THIS  little  publication  was  prepared  on  the  occasion  of  the  Opening 
of  the  Old  Armoury  as  an  extension  of  the  Walthamstow  Museum  by 
the  Rt.  Hon.  Lord  Hanworth,  k.b.e.,  Master  of  the  Rolls,  on  Saturday, 
the  3rd  February,  1934. 

The  main  reason  for  including  this  booklet  in  our  series  of  publica- 
tions is  to  enable  our  members  to  acquire  copies  of  the  illustrations,  as  well 
as  some  description  of  the  premises  now  open  to  the  public. 

Lord  and  Lady  Hanworth  were  supported  by  Her  Ladyship  the 
Countess  of  Warwick,  who  performed  the  pleasing  ceremony  of  inaugurating 
the  scheme  whereby  the  Corporation  intends  to  mark  various  sites  of 
historical  interest  throughout  the  Borough.  The  Memorial  Tablet  unveiled 
by  Lady  Warwick  records  the  position  of  the  Old  Watch  House,  erected  in 
1765  and  demolished  in  1912. 

It  should  be  recorded  that  part  of  the  general  scheme  of  improve- 
ments brought  to  a  successful  issue  on  this  memorable  day  was  the 
enlargement  of  the  Green  outside  the  Museum,  whereby  some  protection 
was  afforded  the  fine  porchway  and  door  brought  from  Church  Hill  House, 
whilst  adding  considerably  to  the  amenities  of  this  quiet  corner  of  the  old 
parish. 

To  stand  by  the  Green  at  Church  End  to-day,  with  the  Vestry  House 
(1730),  the  Old  Armoury  (1756),  the  Squire  Almshouses  (1795),  and  the  old 
National  School  (1812)  meeting  one's  view,  with  the  ancient  Parish 
Church  and  the  old  timber-framed  houses  reminiscent  of  Tudor  days 
just  round  the  corner,  and  Monoux's  Almshouses  and  Grammar  School 
(1527)  hard  by,  it  is  still  possible  to  revive  some  of  the  atmosphere  of  the 
place  in  days  long  before  the  town  we  know  was  thought  of.  Much  that 
was  quaint  and  lovely  in  Old  Walthamstow  has  gone,  but  these  treasured 
reminders  of  the  earlier  centuries  remain,  and  we  must  prize  this  little  area 
and  guard  it  against  all  mischance  in  the  future. 
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1756. 


X /■  y  HEN  the  Churchwardens  and  Overseers  of  Walthamstow  purchased 
/  I  I  an  acre  of  land  in  the  Church  Common  200  years  ago,  with  the 
%  \  I  intention  of  erecting  a  workhouse  wherein  to  "entertain, 
^  maintain  and  employ  the  poor,"  they  could  not  foresee  the  time 
when  a  more  general  scheme  of  Poor  Law  administration  would  embrace 
Walthamstow,  nor  could  they  have  imagined  what  uses  the  buildings  they 
then  erected  would  come  to  serve  with  the  passing  of  time.  "^ 

The  land  unused  by  them,  a  triangular  plot  beside  the  roadway,  still 
stands,  a  reminder  of  the  old  Common  Fields  out  of  which  it  was  taken ;  the 
seven  little  cottages  which  were  part  of  their  scheme  remain  the  residences  of 
townsfolk,  but  the  major  part  of  the  project — the  workhouse  proper,  now 
known  as  the  Old  Vestry  House,  and  the  additional  buildings  which  as  bake- 
house, brewhouse  and  in  other  ways  served  the  little  institution — have  been 
put  to  several  other  uses  since  1730. 

The  interesting  story  of  the  Old  Vestry  House  has  been  fully  told 
elsewhere.  It  was  an  experiment  in  the  care  of  the  destitute,  and,  whilst 
a  direct  improvement  upon  the  measures  in  force  beforehand,  it  would  appear 
to  have  been  all  too  inadequate  to  meet  requirements.  Accordingly,  in  1756 
we  find  that  the  brewhouse  was  demolished  and  a  new  extension  built  for 
a  "  workhouse,"  a  building  of  two  floors  which  become  known  in  later  days  as 
the  Old  Armoury.  It  is  this  building  of  1756  which  is  now  opened  as  an 
extension  of  the  Museum  of  Local  History  and  Antiquities.  During  the 
178  years  of  its  existence  this  extension  has  had  several  uses.  The  Poor  Law 
Scheme  of  1822  removed  within  a  few  years  the  need  for  a  local  workhouse 
and  the  immediate  successors  of  the  pauper  folk  were  the  "  Old  Charlies  " — 
parish  constables — of  whose  regime  we  have  interesting  reminders  in  the 
wooden  truncheon  and  handcuffs,  and  the  baton  of  the  Head  Constable. 

The  first  building  erected  for  the  detention  of  local  offenders  was  the 
Watch  House,  or  "  Cage,"  erected  by  order  of  the  Overseers  in  1765.  It  was 
but  a  simple  penthouse,  the  like  of  which  may  still  be  seen  in  many  an  Essex 
village.  It  was  built  out  from  the  wall  of  the  Old  Vestry  House,  its  position 
being  to-day  marked  by  a  cement  line  in  the  brickwork  denoting  the  pitch  of 
the  roofing.  A  wall  plaque  records  its  position  and  period.  Near  by  stood 
the  village  stocks,  gone  many  years  ago. 

The  "  Cage"  could  not  have  been  a  very  satisfactory  construction,  for 
in  1778  its  sad  state  of  disrepair  enabled  one  John  Wilks  to  escape,  and 
brought  the  matter  under  the  notice  of  the  local  authorities.    A  photograph  in 


the  Museum  shows  the  renewed  Watch  House  as  it  stood  until  it  was  removed 
in  1912.  The  ring  staple  is  still  in  the  lower  part  of  the  wall,  an  unpleasing 
reminder  of  those  bygone  days. 

By  1836  the  parish  constables,  the  "  Cage,"  and  the  system  of  detention 
it  marked  were  found  inadequate,  and  by  1840  local  representatives  of 
Sir  Robert  Peel's  new  police  force  were  installed  in  the  building,  now  called 
the  Old  Armoury,  which  until  1870  served  as  their  headquarters.  A  prisoner's 
cell  was  incorporated  in  the  building  and  is  still  to  be  seen.  The  miserable 
aperture  in  the  outer  wall,  barred  and  fitted  with  a  metal  screen,  the  crude 
benching  along  two  sides  of  the  cell  (its  only  furniture),  and  the  grim  iron- 
bound  door  with  its  massive  bolts  and  metal  lattice,  are  still  in  position. 

With  the  retirement  of  the  police  from  this  building,  consequent  upon 
the  opening  of  a  proper  Police  Station  in  Lea  Bridge  Road  in  1870,  the  place 
was  taken  over  by  the  "E"  (Walthamstow)  Company,  1st  Essex  Volunteer 
Regiment,  who  used  it  as  their  official  Headquarters  and  Armoury  (hence  the 
present-day  name)  until  they  removed  to  the  Drill  Hall  in  Church  Hill  Road. 
The  Corps  was  under  the  command  of  Major  George  Capper,  Captain  George 
Gallaher,  and  Lieutenant  Moseley  successively  and  continued  a  fine  organisa- 
tion until  the  raising  of  the  Territorial  Forces.  It  is  of  special  interest  to 
remember  the  names  of  Quarter-Master-Sergeant  J.  A.  Reed,  Flag-Corporal 
James  Bird,  Acting- Sergeant  Dr.  Shadwell  and  Acting-Chaplain  Canon  Guy, 
well-known  gentlemen  who  in  many  ways  left  their  mark  on  the  social  life  of 
the  parish. 

For  many  years,  until  April,  1933,  the  Old  Armoury  fell  upon 
uuromantic  days.  Used  as  a  builder's  workshop,  it  became  a  neglected  and 
unpicturesque  property. 

Tt  will  be  remembered  that  in  1930  the  Council  took  over  the  Old 
Vestry  House  for  the  purposes  of  housing  a  Museum  of  Local  History  and 
Antiquities,  and  as  such  it  was  formally  opened  by  Rt.  Hon.  Lord  Hanworth, 
Master  of  the  Rolls,  on  2nd  May,  1931.  The  growth  of  material  and  the 
popularity  of  the  little  institution  prompted  the  Council  to  approach  the 
Charity  Trustees  for  the  use  of  the  Old  Armoury,  adjoining,  as  an  extension 
of  the  Local  Museum,  and  the  Council  took  over  the  premises  in  April,  1933. 
It  seemed  an  almost  hopeless  task  to  restore  the  dilapidated  place.  The 
removal  of  loads  of  the  accumulated  rubbish  of  years  revealed  even  more  the 
ruinous  condition  of  the  building.  The  pantile  roof  was  removed,  defective 
timbering  renewed,  and  the  tiles  replaced  with  the  rafters  uncovered.  A  new 
flooring  was  put  down,  windows  were  almost  entirely  renewed,  and  the  walls 
of  the  old  loft  covered  with  boarding  suitable  for  exhibition  purposes.  On  the 
ground  floor  preparations  to  cover  the  walls  in  a  similar  manner  were  about 
to  be  commenced  when  the  Council  decided  that  Essex  Hall,  an  old  but 
decayed  manor  house  at  Higham  Hill,  should  be  demolished.  This  old 
mansion   contained   much  valuable  woodwork  of   the  Tudor  and  Jacobean 


Periods  which  it  was  resolved  to  transfer  to  the  Old  Armoury  and  incorporate 
in  the  work  on  hand  there.  Accordingly,  the  whole  of  the  original  Tudor 
panelling  and  a  very  fine  seventeenth  century  overmantel  have  been  intro- 
duced in  the  ground  floor  restoration  work.  It  was  by  no  means  an  easy  task 
to  restore  this  woodwork.  Throughout  the  centuries  numerous  overpaintings 
had  filled  up  the  several  members  and  details  of  the  carvings,  but  the  richness 
of  the  original  appearance  has  been  retrieved  and  the  apartment  is  now  one 
of  the  most  attractive  features  of  the  Borough.  It  was  disappointing  to  be 
unable  to  save  Essex  Hall  from  demolition,  but  expert  opinion  agreed  that 
nothing  could  be  done  with  the  old  place. 

Meanwhile,  housing  developments  in  the  Church  Hill  district  had 
caused  the  removal  of  a  mid-eighteenth  century  house,  known  as  Church  Hill 
House.  Its  most  prominent  feature  was  a  fine  old  doorway  and  copper-framed 
fanlight.  The  Council  accepted  the  offer  of  these  from  Mr.  Councillor 
G.  M.  Page ;  the  original  entry  in  the  wall  at  the  Old  Armoury  was  enlarged 
and  the  doorway  incorporated  in  the  general  scheme  of  reconstruction. 

The  work  has  been  carried  out  by  direct  labour  under  the  supervision 
of  the  Borough  Surveyor,  and  we  have  the  happiness  to  know  that  every 
detail  of  the  undertaking  has  been  commended  by  experts  recognised  for  their 
interest  in  the  preservation  of  historical  memorials. 

The  Museum  now  comprises  four  excellent  Exhibition  Rooms.  Two 
are  fitted  with  standing  screens  upon  which  the  historical  story  of  our  parish 
is  shown  in  pictorial  form.  To  these  are  now  added  a  very  beautiful  room 
encased  with  the  panelling  from  Essex  Hall  and  further  enriched  by  the 
insertion  of  the  delicately-carved  chimney-piece  of  mid-seventeenth  century 
workmanship.  The  three  principal  panels  of  this  overmantel  had  been 
removed  many  years  ago  and  mirror  glass  inserted.  This  has  been  taken 
away  and  oak  panels  fitted  again;  the  central  one  bearing  the  arms  of  William 
Howe,  who  in  1580  built  the  old  mansion  on  Higham  Hill  from  which  these 
excellent  furnishings  have  been  transferred.  A  staircase  from  this  apartment 
leads  to  the  old  Workhouse  loft,  which  has  been  completely  restored  and  con- 
verted into  a  pleasing  gallery  for  special  exhibition  purposes.  Here,  in  the 
coming  summer,  it  is  anticipated  that  a  representative  collection  of  the  art 
work  of  William  Morris,  our  distinguished  townsman,  will  be  displayed  for 
public  inspection. 

For  the  time  being  our  developments  must  rest  at  this  point.  If,  as 
there  is  every  reason  to  believe,  public  interest  continues  to  grow  and  material 
accumulates,  there  is  a  further  part  of  the  premises  which  will  provide  an 
additional  hall.  At  this  date,  our  little  experiment  has  proved  very  successful, 
some  19,000  people  having  visited  the  Museum  in  the  three  years.  This 
speaks  well  for  the  intelligent  interest  of  our  people  and  reflects  credit  upon 
the  decision  of  the  Council  in  embarking  upon  what  might  have  been 
considered  a  rather  unimportant  side  line  in  matters  municipal. 
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